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Needs dictate methods for education 
By Dr. Patricia Schoelles 
Courier columnist 

Moral education has become a "hot 
topic" around the diocese, especially 
since the General Synod, Oct. 1-3, 
1993. Ranking third among the pri
orities established for our diocese over 
the next several years, moral educa
tion is a clear concern to Catholics in 
our local church. 

At first it may seem we all agree on 
what we mean by "moral education." 
Furthermore, some may believe that 
we all agree on what it ought to do 
for us as individuals and as a diocese. 
I suspect,, however, that many different 
ideas exist "around the towns" about 
what constitutes moral education and 
what it will achieve for us and among 
us. 

Because of conflicting definitions 
of moral education and different ex
pectations about its effects, I hope we 
will develop many different methods 
as we establish the steps by which we 
will deliver the moral education we 
require. 

From my own experience as a "re
ceiver" of moral education and as one 
who has tried to serve as a moral ed
ucator, I have found there is no one 
best way to teach about the moral life. 
And there is n o best way to learn 
about it. Because we move through 
various stages of moral development, 
we have different moral needs at dif
ferent times in our lives. And because 
die issues we deal with are so varied, 
there simply can be no single method 
of moral education. 

Even over the course of a lifetime, 
our needs in the area of moral for-
mation can change. I think it is a mis
take, for example, to assume thatfthe 
moral education of children can or 
should take the same form as the 

moral educat ion of teenagers or 
adults. 

In the case of children, we need to 
convey a strong sense of clear moral 
limits. Because of their need for clar
ity and security, younger children 
need an unclouded sense that impor
tant rules govern our conduct, and 
that these rules should not be broken. 

Children benefit greatly from a 
strict code of morality. They can un
derstand quite early what a lie is, and 
can accept the notion that lying is 
wrong and ought to be avoided. Like
wise, respect for the property rights 
of others and unders tanding that 
stealing is wrong "comes with die ter
ritory" of our common human exis
tence, and rules about taking what be
longs to others can be comprehended 
while we are still quite young. 

Tremendous wisdom resides in pre
senting clear moral rules to children; 
in fact, a world without, limits is un
doubtedly quite a scary place t o young 
and matur ing children. Before we 
have achieved a certain level of ma

turity — and for a long time afterward, 
too! — our own conduct remains a 
great mystery to us. An obvious and 
plain account of what stands as right 
or wrong behavior is very helpful for 
children as they go about the impor
tant tasks of learning and growing. 

As the process of renewal has un
folded in our church over die last sev
eral decades, Catholics have come to 
recognize that the moral life means 
more than "keeping the rules." But as 
we have tried to move beyond a moral
ity based on "rule-keeping," we may 
have become too endiralled widi fo
cusing on complex situations in which 
one does have to consider breaking 
an accepted rule. 

Many situations are complex 
enough that a given moral rule may 
not always govern every case in ex
actly the same way. Moral education 
can take die form of considering such 
complex cases in which rules seem 
not to fit. But this is NOT the kind of 
moral education that is most benefi
cial for children. An example from 
my own efforts at moral education il
lustrates something of what I mean: 

As a former grammar-school 
teacher, I once used a textbook that 
contained an exercise intended to help 
students identify their "values." The 
teacher was instructed to describe a 
situation in which a wagon train of 
U.S. pioneers was attacked by an en
emy group. Two mothers in the party 
had crying babies, and the noise from 
these infants was giving away the safe 
hideaway of the settlers. One mother 
actually suffocated her child in an ef
fort to save die entire group. The oth-
er other mother allowed her child to 
continue crying, thus betraying the 
location of the wagon ttain and bring
ing about the'deaths o f the-entire par
ty. After describing this situation, the 

teacher was directed to ask the class, 
"Which mother did the right thing?" 

When I look back on this sort of 
moral education, I chuckle and vow 
to avoid any such thing in my future. 
Such an exercise may be useful in 
some settings, but I do not find it 
helpful in the moral formation of 
younger children. At the early stages 
of moral development, clear norms 
and rules are most helpful. Our ef
forts should be directed at trying to 
help our children realize that some 
matters of conduct are very serious, 
and that one option is not as good as 
another. The textbook exercise is in
appropriate for children because it 
suggests that even important matters 
are "up for grabs" and that we really 
don't have many resources for under
standing our moral actions. 

Teens and certainly Catholic adults, 
on the other hand, need to appreci
ate that the moral life, especially the 
Christian moral life, is not primarily a 
"code morality" or a matter of "keep
ing the rules" — although rules have 
an obvious role in our tradition. But 
we can move beyond a "rule-based 
morality" only after we have achieved 
die understanding that some matters 
are clearly more important than oth
ers. Indeed, attaining die maturity for 
more complex moral decision-making 
requires a long process of guidance in 
the rules and norms themselves. 

I am confident that as our Synod 
process continues, we will be flexible 
enough to provide for our children 
the kind of moral education that will 
help diem most. I am confident also 
that flexible programs will be neces
sary for older moral learners, too. A 
variety of educational structures and 

* styles will surely assist all of us as we 
.,continue with our Synod implemen

tation. 
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NEWS IN BRIEF... 

...On October 7,1993, in 
the Diocese ofAgats in 
Indonesia, Bishop 
Alphonsus Sowada, 
O.S.C., ordained his 
first diocesan priest, 
Father Bavo 
Felndity; "this 
brings us much joy 
and hope for the 
future."...A new local Religious 
Community in Awasa, Ethiopia, now has 23 mem
bers preparing for vows. As Sisters, they will 
teach in the newly-established Secondary 
School. Bishop Armido Gasparini, 80, writes: "I 
hope some will be ready to attend nursing 
classes." .. .A Propagation of the Faith Gift Annu
ity helps you provide for the future of the 
Church in the Missions .. .and provide for 
yourself now, giving you a guaranteed income 
for your lifetime. Please write for details. 

*

The Society for THE PROPAGATION OF THE FAITH 
Most Rev. William J. McCormack, National Director 

Piopagatkmofthe Faith, Dept V, 366 Fifth Ave., NY, NY t0001 

Enclosed is support for the Church in the Missions today... 
O $100 D $50 O $25 O $10 O $ ^ _(other) 

O Please send information about your Gift Annuity. 

Name. > « ^ 

Address ~ > ——*-.— 
.State .Zip. 

Please remerrter The Society for the Propagation of4he Faith J 

Discover Irish & 
British Heritage. 

"m^ 
September 18-30 $2499 pp 
• 12-day cus tom tour escorted from Rochester 
• Includes meals, roundtrip air, sightseeing, 

1st class hotels plus many extras 

Call Brad S h e a f o r de ta i l s at 

£?\$in 7 i le (716)621-9100 
3670 Mt. Read Bhrd, Rochester , NY 14616 

J $ ^ 

SUMMER RETREATS ALONG THE NIAGARA 

DIRECTED AND GUIDED RETREATS 
Call for dates and directors 

ETERNAL LIFE HERE AND NOW 

FT. Justin Bailey, OFM June 26-July 1 

EYE OF THE HEART 
Fr. John Mergenhagen July 5-10: 

July30-August4 

TOUCHING GOD THROUGH 
MY WHOLE SELF 

Karen M e n , OSF August 16-20 

Center of Renewal 
Stella Niagara, NY 14144 

716-754-7376 
(10 miles north of Niagara Fails, NY) 

Opening 
Director of Christian Formation 

Sacred Heart Parish 
Massena, New York 

Pre-K thru Adult 
Approx. 1800 families 
Experience required 

Open: July 1994 

Send resume, references, 
letter application to: 

MSGR. John Pendergast 
Sacred Heart Parish 

P.O. Box 329 
Massena, NY 13662 
(315)769-2469 


